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Despite video game industry’s rapid growth, gameplay has been 
accused of real-world social issues such as addiction, aggression, and 
violence. However, there are real-life cases that suggest the contrary. For 
example, Starbucks’ former chief information officer, Stephen Gillett, 
claimed to have honed his leadership skills through online gameplay. 
Accordingly, video gameplay may have potential benefits. Findings of the 
beneficial features can turn video games into a highly influential medium for 
social development. 
Leadership in Virtual Environment 
Reeves et al.’s (2007) study have concluded that online games 
environment encourage risk taking and promote leadership responsibility; 
thus, assist in leadership development. Likewise, Jang and Ryu (2011) 
empirically support that online games expose players to leadership-
improving opportunities and concluded that games are potentially a didactic 
tool. Yoon and Vargas (2014) later found that players’ behaviors are 
influenced by game roles. This present study aims at exploring gameplay 
effects on leadership behaviors, focusing on an increasingly popular eSports 
genre — multiplayer online battle arena (MOBA). 
Theoretical Framework for Games and Leadership 
How leadership developed through eSports remains a question to be 
answered. The theoretical framework of this study derives from the concept 
that game roles and real-world leadership, as well as their environments, 
share common characteristics. Lewin’s (1939) defined autocratic, democratic 
and laissez-faire leadership styles consist of fundamental behaviors that are 
similar to the carry, support, and ganker roles in MOBA games. This study 
also adopts Fiedler’s (1964) contingency model, which argues that 
personality of a leader and degree to which situational control is given to the 
leader, are two fundamental factors that define leadership effectiveness. 
Correspondingly, MOBA games and leadership environment share identical 
situational control; thus, provide players the opportunities to experience 
leadership scenarios. Each player must choose a game role to adopt during 
gameplay. They are subsequently restricted by the chosen roles, game rules, 
and in-game challenges. Similarly, leaders possess a certain type of 
personality and are constrained by social limitations and real-life challenges. 
These similarities make MOBA games appropriate for experiment of video 
game effects on leadership development. It is hypothesized that continuous 
practice of a particular game role can assist the development of leadership 
behaviors that correspond to the role. 
Methodology 
A closed-ended survey was conducted in Thailand to measure players’ 
gameplay and real-world characteristics. Participants (n = 4,407) aged 
between 12 – 47 self-report behaviors were quantitatively analyzed using 
principal component analysis (PCA) to test for leadership universality, and 
confirm the behaviors’ applicability into Thailand. Then, the relationship 
between leadership style and MOBA game roles was examined using 
multinomial logistic regression (mlogit). Additionally, real-life cases of Thai 
professional eSports players’ interviews (n = 12, Male = 6, Female = 6) and 
game replays were qualitatively studied in-depth to identify the similarity of 
gameplay and leadership behaviors in reality. 
Finally, the causal effect of gameplay on leadership behaviors was 
examined. Propensity score matching (PSM) method was used to estimate 
average differences in leadership characteristics of predominant role users in 
comparison with moderate players. Additionally, sensitivity analysis and 
doubly robust estimation with game experience variable interaction were 
performed to sustain the PSM outcomes. 
Findings and Implications 
Empirical analyses confirmed the positive relationship between game 
roles and leadership styles. The qualitative study on professional eSports 
players also revealed similarities between real-world and game environments 
regarding decision-making process, task-people orientation, sense of 
responsibility, and trust. Thus, it is possible to identify game players’ most 
potential leadership style by observing how they play games. 
Furthermore, PSM outcomes provided empirical evidence that 
affirmed the positive effect of video gameplay on leadership behaviors. It is 
concluded that predominantly utilizing MOBA game roles can influence 
leadership behaviors. More specifically, game players can strengthen their 
autocratic leadership characteristics by consistently practicing the ganker or 
carry role in games. Democratic leadership behaviors can be strengthened 
with the practice of the support or ganker game roles. Laissez-faire leadership, 
however, is not affected by gameplay. These processes occur over a natural 
learning and adoption of leadership characteristics as game players 
continuously practice specific behaviors that tie with game roles. 
In conclusion, this study has addressed the impact of gameplay on 
real-world leadership, an under-developed field of study. Given how central 
online games are influencing the lives of youth today, it is academically and 
socially important that more studies investigate the positive impact of video 
games. Findings of its beneficial features will improve the future game design. 
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